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The Baby
E D A N  L E PU CI C I
T he day after the baby’s birth, M artha held her breast out to me and 
said, “I thought you might want to taste it.” We were in the bedroom, 
trying for a nap.
M artha’s swollen nipple rem inded me of cows, of how they have 
to be milked multiple times a day —  or else. Was it the same for my 
wife? H er breast looked full and heavy, pendulous.
I was surprised by her offer. We hadn’t been talking much.
“I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t think so.”
M artha nodded; she had anticipated my refusal. “It might help 
make you feel closer to us.” She emphasized the last word. Us.
T he baby whimpered from her cradle. We called her that, the 
baby, because we hadn’t picked a nam e yet. I kept suggesting Gloria 
Hope, after both of our grandmothers, but M artha said it sounded 
like the nam e of a hospital. She had other preferences, which changed 
hourly.
“Shh, baby,” M artha whispered, “it’s okay.” But she didn’t cover 
her chest. This, I knew, was a dare.
“Fine,” I said.
T he milk was sickly sweet, and even after I chased it down with 
water, the flavor lingered on my tongue. I thought of envelope glue, 
of licking stamps.
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M artha smiled and put a hand on my shoulder. “How is it?” For 
the m om ent, she was pleased with me.
Before I could answer, dead Kevin appeared in the corner of the 
room. H e’d come as the injured version of himself. Blood and brains 
dripped from his bashed-in head, disappearing before staining the 
carpet.
By then, Kevin had been haunting me for nearly a year and a half. T he 
baby was conceived six m onths after his death, but Kevin wasn’t our 
child; in fact, M artha and I barely knew him before he died. He was 
the son of our old friends, Eliza and Peter, who used to live next door 
to us before we were m arried. After they moved, we didn’t see them 
much. Occasionally, they’d invite us to their parties, and, occasionally, 
we went. Each year, Kevin was a little taller, a little louder, a little m ore 
annoying. He liked to occasionally speak in baby talk, especially to 
Eliza, which m ade M arth a’s skin crawl. He was cute like a kid in the 
movies, m eaning he wasn’t cute at all, but weird looking, precocious 
in a cloying way.
Kevin the ghost wasn’t much different from Kevin the boy. T here 
was no m oaning hologram  to contend with, no floating above our 
bed in a white sheet, just a seven-year-old who arrived and departed 
w ithout any regularity or warning, like a train in a poorly run country. 
Aside from the occasional special effect the walking through walls, 
for instance, or the ability to look as he did at the m om ent of his death
yoti m ight not know Kevin was a ghost. But, then again, I was the 
only one who could see him.
He first visited me at dawn. T he bedroom  was awash with gray light, 
rem inding me of my boyhood paper route, of early m orning rides
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to the airport, and I didn’t know what had woken me. I was about to 
turn over and go back to sleep, when I saw him. Kevin. He stood by 
M artha’s dresser, wearing the same green polo shirt and cargo shorts 
he had on the day he died. Kevin waved to me, moving his little-boy 
hand slowly from side to side, as if he were gesturing from atop a 
parade float. Hesitantly, I waved back. Kevin smiled and pulled out 
a pair of M artha’s earrings from her jewelry box. He pinched them 
between thum b and forefinger, and held them out to me with his other 
hand cupped underneath. I wondered if this was a sign.
“M artha,” I whispered, “look!”
My wife was buried under the blankets. She groaned and Kevin 
cocked his head like a dog.
I kicked my wife in the call. “M artha,” I said, “wake up.
She emerged from the covers. “W hat? W hat’s wrong?”
“Over there.” I pointed across the room.
She squinted. “W hat?”
“There.” But Kevin was gone.
“He,” I said. “I saw ...”
M artha burrowed into her pillow. “Wait three hours and then tell 
me.”
I lay there panicked. Kevin wasn’t in the room anymore, but I 
could feel his afterimage like the brightness ol a bare light bulb after 
it’s been extinguished. In my half-sleep state, Kevin’s presence had felt 
almost natural. Now I realized what I ’d seen: a ghost.
I jumped out of bed and ran into the bathroom. I turned on the 
sink and doused myself in cold water until I could no longer feel my 
scalp. With water dripping down my neck, I tiptoed into the den to 
watch ESPN on mute. Please don’t come back, I thought, please don’t 
come back.
53
I should say it now: I killed Kevin.
We were at Peter and Eliza’s for a barbecue. Aside from a small 
infant with her ears pierced and a toddler who waddled back and 
forth between his m other and a lawn chair, there were no other 
children for Kevin to play with. W hen we arrived, he was running 
around the back yard alone, arms out like an airplane, making noises 
like a rooster. “Kevin’s friend from school was supposed to come and 
play, but he’s sick,” Eliza explained as her son collapsed on the grass 
nearby. M artha and I nodded at her sympathetically, then headed for 
the cooler of beer.
“Check that out,” M artha said.
Kevin stood with his face inches away from the hedge, m uttering 
to himself in a robot voice, “Again, again, again.” He reached for one 
of the leaves in front of him and stroked it with his index finger as if 
it were a tiny bird. His neck was red from the sun.
“I feel bad for him ,” I said. “He must be so bored.”
“I know, but, still, he’s weird.”
During lunch, Kevin stopped eating his cheeseburger and began 
flinging his unwanted pickles onto the lawn.
“Hey there,” I said. “W ant to play or something?”
In less than a minute I was lurching back and forth across the 
yard, pretending to be drunk or dizzy or both, with Kevin perched 
atop my shoulders. My father had done this with me when I was boy, 
and as Kevin squeezed my neck and squealed, I remem bered how 
exhilarating a ride it could be. He was nearly strangling me. I lifted him 
off my shoulders and set him down on the grass. He stood to tackle me 
and I roared like a bear, pushing him back to the ground. “You want 
more,” I growled and he giggled a yes. I picked him up by the ankles
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and began swinging him in circles, faster and faster, until his hair flew 
straight from his scalp and his face turned red. Kevin felt like an axe in 
my hands. Peter whistled and said, “Look at that!” and I grinned and 
kept spinning. I thought: So this is what fatherhood is like. This funny, 
easy intimacy. I could do this. After all, Kevin wasn’t that different from 
most kids, he just needed some attention, needed to have some fun. 1 
could understand his loneliness I too had been an only child.
I didn’t m ean to take two steps in the wrong direction, toward the 
garage. T he next time Kevin came around, his head hit the building’s 
concrete corner. It was an accident, even Eliza and Peter knew that. 
Not that my intentions m ade a difference. T he boy’s skull split open, 
like an egg tapped against the lip of a bowl, and it took me a m om ent 
to stop moving. I let go o f Kevin’s ankles. T here was blood everywhere: 
on the garage wall, on Kevin’s face, on me. Someone screamed and 
pushed me out of the way. M artha dropped her plate and grabbed for 
me. She put my head to her chest, as if I had been the injured one.
T he doctors declared Kevin dead soon after he arrived at the 
hospital. People said there’d been no chance of survival. H e’d been 
spinning so fast. T he am bulance ride, they said, was merely a gesture.
I never fell back asleep after that first haunting. Over breakfast, I 
explained to M artha what had happened. “He was there, I swear. He 
was showing me your earrings.”
“W hich ones?”
“T he long turquoise ones. But you didn’t wear earrings to the 
barbeque.”
“You rem em ber that?” She frowned. “W hat does that have to do 
with anything?”
55
I blushed. “Oh. I assumed you thought Kevin was rem inding me 
of the barbecue. Like, here are the earrings your wife wore the day I 
died.”
“Baby, don’t be ridiculous.”
“He scared the shit out of me.”
“Jack,” M artha said. She put a hand on top of mine. “It was 
nothing, just your brain playing tricks on you.”
“It’s not like I don’t think about the kid. I think about him all the 
time.”
“It was an accident,” she said. “It’ll get better.”
“M artha, I ’m being haunted by the ghost of a seven-year-old boy. 
I don’t think that’s a sign of im provem ent.”
“It wasn’t a ghost, you imagined him. You were asleep.”
“I wasn’t though. I was awake, I saw him .”
M artha didn’t answer. She’d needed only a m onth or so to get over 
things. After Kevin’s death, she had taken time off of work to take 
care of me to take care of the both of us, really. She felt so guilty 
for making fun of Kevin at the barbecue, for not knowing him better. 
“We should’ve sent him birthday cards,” she said after the funeral.
T hat evening, we watched a movie on cable and pretended the earlier 
conversation had never happened. We even snuggled on the couch. 
D uring one of the commercial breaks, I went to get a blanket for us. 
I hurried down the dark hallway, toward the linen closet, hum m ing 
some stupid hardw are store jingle. Just as I passed the bathroom  on 
my left, two red lights emerged from the dark, flickering on and off, 
on and off, a couple of inches above the floor. I stopped humming. 
“Kevin?” I said, and flipped on the light switch. T he boy had his back 
to me, and was m arching in place, playing soldier, maybe. T he red
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lights were from the heels of his Star Wars sneakers, which blinked 
with every step. I rem em bered them from the barbecue. “Kevin,” I 
said again, “what are you doing here?”
He turned around to reveal a ketchup stain across the front of 
his polo shirt. I rem em bered the param edics rushing in with their 
stretchers and their oxygen masks, and how Eliza kept yelling, “Ignore 
the front of his shirt! It’s not blood, it’s ketchup! It’s his head, look at 
his head!” Peter eventually pulled her away from the scene, and despite 
his own panic, attem pted to calm her down. He was a good husband. 
He hugged her, hushed into her ear. He told her the param edics were 
professionals, that everything would be okay, that they were aware of 
the situation. T he situation being, I ’d killed their son.
“Kevin,” I said again. T he hallway was lit like a subway station.
Kevin stared me down. “You-aw in twubble,” he said.
“Excuse me?”
“You-aw in twubble,” he repeated. “Big twubble.”
“Please,” I said. “I, I ’m sorry for what I did. It was an accident.”
Kevin didn’t move. “You wiw make it up to me,” he said.
“How?”
Instead o f answering me, Kevin took up m arching again. Left, 
right, left. He began to disappear, fading out like an old television. 
T he sound o f his footsteps rem ained long after he was gone. Left, 
right, left. Right, left, right.
The third time, I was taking a shower and turned around for the 
conditioner to find Kevin standing before me, soap in hand. “Rem em ber 
me,” he asked in a soft voice. As if I could forget. “You should always be 
careful in the tub,” he said. The baby talk, it seemed, was a thing of the 
past. He wagged his finger at me. “It can be very dangerous,” he said.
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“W hat do you want?” I asked.
Kevin was silent. He lathered the soap in his hands until it grew a 
beard of white foam.
“Fine,” I said, “don’t answer me.”
I turned o il the water and stepped out of the tub, yanking the 
shower curtain closed behind me. I pretended to be brave, annoyed 
even, but still I was afraid. I didn’t want to be haunted forever.
O n his fourth visit, I discovered him splayed across the living room 
floor with his head bashed open. Pieces of his skull and brains were 
smeared on the wall behind him, and tiny red droplets of blood 
covered the furniture. I gagged. I rem em bered that smell, of blood 
and body and death. It was like I ’d been playing with Kevin mere 
minutes before. I could picture the garage, and the blood m atted into 
the grass. W hat had I done?
I knelt and put my hand on Kevin’s chest. He felt so real. “My 
G od,” I whispered.
Kevin opened his eyes and I jum ped.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “Your parents, they must be so —  ”
He lifted his head and groaned. “You will make it up to me,” he 
said.
“You said that before. You said I ’d know what to do. But when will 
I know?”
Kevin grimaced with pain. “You took me away from my mommy 
and daddy,” he said. “Forever and ever. I was just a baby. M y parents’ 
little baby.” He closed his eyes.
“Kevin?”
He was dead for the second time.
T he next thing I heard was M artha’s voice; she’d caught me.
58
“W h a t are you doing in here?”
I h a d n ’t m oved my hand . It looked as if I were testing the 
tem pera tu re  o f the floor.
I told h e r everything. W h en  I was finished, she said, “You know, 
after my G ran d m a  H ope died, I had  the sam e d ream  ab o u t h er every 
n ight. In it, she w alked th rough o u r house w ith a rose in h er fist. She 
w ent from  room  to room  saying He loves me, He loves me not, He loves me, 
until there  were no petals left. A fter I ’d  had  the d ream  a few times, I 
woke up  to discover th a t the flower by my bedside had  wilted. All the 
petals had  fallen off. I cou ldn ’t believe it. G ra n d m a  H ope  was sending 
m e a m essage!”
I nodded , w aited  for the catch.
M a rth a  w ent on. “B ut then  I saw I'd  left the w indow  wide open. 
It was only the w ind. As m uch as I w an ted  it to be a sign from  my 
grandm other, I knew  it w asn’t.”
“T h a t’s too b a d ,” I said.
She smiled. “It is an d  isn’t. D o you see w hat I ’m  saying?”
“Yeah, got it. I need  to grow  up because ghosts a ren ’t rea l.”
“I t’s no t ab o u t grow ing up ”
“Baby, these a re n ’t poetic messages I ’m  receiving from  the dead. 
I t’s the dead  him self.”
She sighed. “Jack , I th ink you’re suffering from  post-traum atic  
stress d isorder.”
“W h at?” I said. “T h is isn’t som e m ental breakdow n I ’m  having. I 
touched  K evin today, he was right there, on the floor.”
“Honey, I th ink you should see a  th e rap ist.”
“ I ’d be b e tte r off visiting a psychic.”
I ’d already  seen a doctor, a few weeks after the accident; the guy 
barely responded , ju s t sat there  taking notes, judging me.
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“O h, come on,” M artha  said, the tenderness fading from her 
voice. “You act like you can just hibernate alter what happened. But 
what you’re going through makes sense. It’s only been a few m onths 
since Kevin’s death. You hardly talk about it, and you need to.”
I walked to the window and opened the blinds. They flew up 
in a cloud of dust, and a dead ladybug, charred and faded orange, 
fell to the floor. “I talked about it enough with the police,” I said. In 
the hours after Kevin’s death, I’d spoken to three detectives about 
what had happened. We went over the event dozens of times; I even 
took a breathalyzer test. T he case had eventually been dropped, and 
Peter and Eliza didn’t press charges. T he last thing they needed was 
a lawsuit; they w anted to grieve. In a way, that was the hardest part 
for me: the absence of punishm ent. I’d sent Peter and Eliza a letter 
soon after Kevin’s death, asking to meet, but I never received a reply. 
N ot that I blam ed them. But I didn’t know what else to do. People at 
the office tiptoed around me, said they were there il I wanted to talk. 
Friends called, sent letters. But I wasn’t interested in sharing.
M artha joined me at the window. “I don’t m ean reporting the 
facts. I m ean telling someone how you feel. M aybe that would get rid 
of whatever’s haunting you.”
M aybe she was right. M aybe dead Kevin was my own creation. 
It was possible -  I was in pretty bad shape after the accident. I’d 
vomited for days; I couldn’t eat for weeks; I kept waking up in the 
middle of the night thinking: I am a murderer. If Peter and Eliza were 
never going to recover, why should I? I was the one w ho’d killed their 
son with my oafish, foolish hands. It was my fault. I ’d forgotten Kevin 
was a boy, because I was too busy acting like one myself.
A child w ho’s lost his parents is called an orphan, but what do you 
call parents who are no longer parents, whose child is dead because
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of someone else’s stupidity? W hat do I call myself if not a murderer? 
T here’s a reason these words don’t exist: such horrors shouldn’t be 
named.
I turned to my wife. “I want to be better,” I said. “Help me.”
M artha came home the following evening in her purple dress. I'd had 
a meeting that m orning and hadn’t yet seen her. She walked into the 
living room with a breezy hello and I couldn’t help but stare. T he 
purple dress. She’d had it for years, long before I’d met her. It was made 
of the softest cotton, like an old T-shirt, and it hung loose around her 
body to end just above her knees. She didn’t wear a bra with it, and 
sometimes, the dress would fall to reveal a freckled shoulder. M artha 
had the greatest shoulders.
I couldn’t rem em ber the last time we’d had sex. Since Kevin’s 
death, I had to be pulled into my wife’s arms, and even then it was only 
to be consoled. A nother person’s body, even M artha’s, was suddenly 
scary, a thing to stay away from.
But something changed with that purple dress. I felt the shift 
as electricity, palpable as the static around doorknobs in winter. My 
desire for M artha rushed through me; it seemed so simple. “I want 
you,” I said as she kissed me. I heard the surprise in my voice, and felt 
a little embarrassed.
M artha smiled. “Really?”
“Really.”
We kissed again and I d idn’t think of anything, not Kevin, nor his 
ghost, nor what I ’d done. I held my wife and kissed her harder.
I moved to kiss her neck and saw her earrings. She was wearing 
the blue ones Kevin had shown me on his first visit. M artha noticed 
my hesitation and pulled back. “ I can take them  off if you w ant,” she
61
said. “I shouldn’t have worn them .”
I shook my head. “No, no, it’s fine.” I meant it. To my surprise, I 
wasn’t repelled by the earrings at all. In fact, they looked beautiful on 
her, the silver catching and glinting in the sunlight. I wanted her even 
more.
I tugged at M artha’s dress. “You can keep them on, but take this 
o f f .”
She did as she was told, but as I was unbuckling my belt she said, 
“My diaphragm. Wait a m inute.”
“H urry up,” I whispered.
I chased her to the medicine cabinet. I took off my clothes while 
she made the necessary adjustments. By the time she was finished, I 
was naked.
“Right here?” she asked.
I smiled, pulled her toward me. “W hy not? It’s been so long —  I 
can’t wait.”
M artha giggled, but freed herself from my embrace. “I know.” 
She moved toward the shower behind me and turned on the faucet. 
“How about it?” she asked. Sex in the shower. We used to do that all 
the time —  it was our favorite.
It wasn’t until M artha said in a cutesy voice, “Slippery?” that I 
remem bered Kevin’s warning, about the dangers of bathtubs. All I 
could do was nod at my wife, pretend to laugh. I wondered if 1 should 
be worried. Instead, I closed my eyes and let the water rush over my 
back. If Kevin was in the room, I didn’t want to know it.
Afterwards, I wrapped a towel around my waist and headed for 
the bedroom. I felt good; nothing terrible had happened in the shower
Kevin had been wrong. Maybe, I thought, the worst had passed.
I was foraging through my drawer for a T-shirt when M artha ran
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into the room . She was naked. “Jack , I th ink I 'm  going crazy.’' 
“W h a t’s w rong?”
“I sw ear I pu t the d iaph ragm  in, bu t w hen I w ent to take it out, it 
w asn’t there .”
“Well, it cou ldn’t have ju s t fallen o u t.”
“T h a t’s w hat I thought, bu t I checked anyway. It w asn’t in the tub. 
T h en  I looked in the m edicine cabinet, and  there it was, back in its 
case.”
“You definitely pu t it in, I saw you."
“D efinitely?”
I nodded. I felt sick.
M arth a  bit her lip, then  shook h er head. “You know, I probably  
ju s t spaced out once you left the bath room . I p robably  w asn 't paying 
a tten tion  w hen I rem oved it. Isn’t it funny how that happens? Like, 
w hen you’re driving and  you d o n ’t rem em ber how you got from point 
A  to po in t B? I p robably  was th inking abo u t som ething else as I p u t it 
away.” She sat on the edge o f the bed  an d  looked up at me. “W hat?” 
she asked. “W hy are you looking at m e like th a t?”
“I t’s no th ing ,” I said. “Just 
“Ju st w hat?”
“It w asn’t you, baby. It was Kevin. I know it was. I d id n ’t see him  
in the bath room , bu t he was th e re .'’
“W hat do you m ean  he was there? D id you feel his spirit while we 
were fucking?”
“L ook,” I said, “you were w earing  your d iaph ragm  and  then  you 
w eren’t. W hat o ther p ro o f do you need?”
“Y ou’re saying th a t a  supernatu ra l explanation  is the best one? 
W hy not just say a flying pig did it?”
“W hat else do you w ant m e to believe? T h a t you never pu t in the
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diaphragm? T hat you’re tricking me into getting you pregnant?”
M artha glared at me. “You know I wouldn’t do that. You saw me 
put it in.”
“Exactly. Kevin is the one to blame.”
“Kevin is dead, Jackson.”
As if beckoned from the great beyond, Kevin appeared at the edge 
of the bed. His hair was wet, but combed down neatly, a path of scalp 
shining white. He smelled strongly of soap. “Kevin,” I said. “W hat did 
you do? Are you responsible for this?”
M artha snorted. “Excuse me? Are you talking to a ghost right 
now?”
I ignored her. “W hat did you do in the bathroom? W hat do you 
want?”
Kevin clasped his hands together and smiled diabolically. “You 
don’t get it?” he asked.
“No, Kevin, I don’t get it. W hat are you after?”
“A baby,” he exclaimed. “I want a baby, stupid!”
“A baby,” I said.
“A baby?” M artha repeated.
“Remember,” Kevin said, turning translucent as a jellyfish. “You 
will make it up to me.” He pointed to his head, and a wound began to 
bloom. “T he baby,” he said, “the baby.”
He was gone.
She was born healthy. In the hospital room, one of the scrubbed 
nurses held her out to me and said, loudly enough for everyone to 
hear, “How about it, Daddy-O, want to hold the baby?” I wanted to 
refuse, but I knew I couldn’t.
The baby’s head was soft as a peach in some places, and her
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neck wasn’t any sturdier than a rubber band. She was so tiny, only 
seven pounds. She squirm ed in my hands, wrinkled and pink and raw 
looking. I quickly handed her back to the nurse.
O n the car ride home, I told M artha I was sorry, but I needed a 
little more time. “I’d be happy to carry her around in the safety seat,” 
I said, “if you strap her in first.” I imagined walking through the house 
with my daughter, holding on tight to the plastic bar above her pink- 
hatted head.
“You don’t want to touch her, you m ean?” M artha looked at me 
like I'd forgotten her birthday.
“No, I do, I do but I need a few days.”
She said she understood. To her, my reluctance had nothing to 
do with Kevin’s ghost. T he psychology of it was simple enough: I ’d 
accidentally killed someone else’s child and I was afraid I might kill my 
own. M aybe she feared the same.
“You just need to get used to her,” she said. “I know, why don’t you 
hold her once a day?”
“Like taking my vitamins?” I asked.
M artha laughed and shook her head. “N othing will happen.”
I wanted to believe her. Kevin had returned only twice during the 
pregnancy, but that had been enough for me. He arrived to witness 
M artha and I putting the sonogram  photo on the fridge, and again 
while we were readying the nursery. H e put his ear to my wife’s belly 
as she painted the doorjamb. I didn’t say anything to M artha; she had 
told me to be cured, and I pretended I was. Maybe, I thought, Kevin 
just wanted me to be a father.
M artha carried the baby from the car, stepping gingerly across the 
threshold of the front door.
“H ere we are ,” she w hispered in her new  m om m y voice, and  from  
behind  the couch leapt Kevin, his bloody head  dripp ing  dow n his 
face.
“T h e  baby!” he yelled.
I dropped  the d iaper bag. “W hat the fuck?” I said. “W hy are you 
here?”
M arth a  pulled our daugh ter to her chest. “You still see h im ?”
T h e  baby started  to cry.
“W hy w on’t you go aw ay?” I asked. “I can ’t —  ”
“N o,” M arth a  said, pu tting  a finger to her m outh . “D o n ’t.”
Kevin raised an eyebrow.
“T his is unacceptab le ,” she said. “W h eth er h e ’s real o r not, I w ant 
you to ignore him . P retend  h e ’s no t here .” She nodded  to ou r child. 
“D o it for her,” she said.
I agreed , bu t it w asn’t easy. T h a t n ight, as M a rth a  sang Rock-a- 
Bye-Baby, K evin ap p eared  b eh ind  h er chair w ith plans to jo in  in. I 
forced m yself to rem ain  calm  as he h arm o n ized  in a fa ltering  falsetto. 
When the bough breaks, he sang, the cradle willfall. M y d au g h te r fussed in 
M a rth a ’s arm s, an d  I w ondered  if she could  h ea r him . K evin w inked 
at me. O ver my w ife’s voice, he said, “Like the song, Jackson . D ow n 
will com e baby. T h e  baby  will be hu rt. You will h u rt the baby.”
I felt his words th rough my entire body. I  will hurt the baby, I thought. 
O f  course.
Kevin left M a rth a ’s side an d  approached  m e on the bed. “W h at 
are you going to do?” he asked, sitting on the edge o f the m attress. 
I noticed with a pang  tha t his feet d idn’t touch the floor tha t they 
never would.
I w anted  to say, N othing, I will do nothing, bu t instead I m outhed  
the words, “I ’m  sorry.”
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Tears welled up in Kevin's eyes. “Do it for m e,” he said. “Do it 
for my m om my and daddy.” H e began to cry, and I imagined Peter 
and Eliza shuddering each time they walked by their son’s vacant 
bedroom. Snot dripped from Kevin’s nose and he bowed his head. I 
didn’t stop him. This, I knew, wasn’t a tem per tantrum , but grief: for 
his parents, for himself. For a mom ent, I forgot he was dead.
“M ake it fair,” he said.
So that was Kevin’s revenge: I was to kill my own child.
I wasn’t completely surprised by the realization. Part of me had 
known for a long time what Kevin wanted from me; I ’d understood 
it intuitively, like an arthritic who looks up at a clear sky and knows 
it’s going to rain. T he only difference now was that the truth was 
unavoidable. Kevin wouldn’t leave until I did what he asked. He was 
avenging his death for his parents.
Kevin wouldn’t give up. T he next night he yelled, “Gross!” when 
he saw me tasting M arth a’s breast milk. Like it was our intimacy he 
couldn’t stand. He brought his fists to his eyes and flicked his wrists 
up and down, miming a cry. “Wah, wah, w ah,” he said. At the same 
m om ent, my daughter began to wail from her cradle.
“W hy don’t you try picking her up again?” M artha said, putting 
her nursing bra back on. “You know, soothe her.”
“W ah, wah, w ah,” Kevin said again. T he baby continued to cry.
“I can’t,” I said. I wanted to yell, Take the baby away from here, don’t 
let me touch her, but instead I just sat there, stoic.
M artha  shook her head and picked up our daughter. “D on’t cry, 
my little nameless baby,” she said in a soft voice. “Soon we’ll think of 
som ething to call you. Soon.” She rocked back and forth on her feet, 
hushing the child. W hen that d idn’t work, she offered her a breast,
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then a pacifier. She went into the o ther room to change her diaper, 
and through the walls I heard the baby continue to wail. No m atter 
what M artha did, the baby kept at it, even after Kevin disappeared.
She cried all night. Sometime before morning, 1 thought: 1 his has to end.
“Aren’t you afraid something’s wrong with her?” I asked from the 
bed. M artha was back at the rocking chair, baby in her arms.
“No. They said there’d probably be a night or two like this.’ She 
hushed the child. “There, there,” she said. “And anyway, the doctor said 
she’s perfect. Said we should call her Beautiful.
“T h a t’s not what I m ean,” 1 said. “W hat if she’s . . .”
“W hat if she’s what?”
I took a deep breath. “Cursed, M artha. W hat if she’s cursed?” 
T he baby let out a wail so loud it m ade my ears hurt. M artha 
practically had to yell over the cries. “D on’t you ever say that again. If 
there’s anyone cursed in this house, it's you.”
I sat up in bed. “You’re right. Kevin’s put a curse on me.”
M artha laughed. “Please, Jackson. A dead seven-year-old is still a 
seven-year-old. W hat could he possibly do to you?”
“It’s not about me anymore,” I said. I wanted so badly to tell her 
the truth.
“Exactly,” M artha said. “You have your family to think about. 
T here’s a decision to be made: us or him .” She shook her head, and 
rocked the baby, whose cries had settled to a low whimper. “No, I 
take that back. It’s not about choosing between us or him. It’s about 
choosing between us and yourself.”
The words felt like a cinder block to the back of my skull. I sank 
deeper into the bed. M artha didn’t understand me, and I hated her 
for that.
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I was high on sleeplessness for the next couple of days. I went to work 
in a fog and I returned home to a silent M artha, a crying daughter, 
and a ghost who wanted to know what I was waiting for. If the baby 
quieted down for more than an hour, Kevin would head over to her 
cradle, flick his wrists, and start her up again. “It won’t stop," he told 
me, “until you make it. If you don’t kill her, I ’ll never leave. I'll be the 
boss of your baby, forever and ever. Terrible things will happen.”
He followed me all over the house. “Why do you get to have a 
baby,” he asked as I pulled a load of laundry out of the dryer, “and 
my mommy doesn’t get to have hers?”
I folded the clothes in silence. He knew I was listening.
“Make it up to me,” he said. “She’s so little, she won’t even know 
it’s happening. It won’t be like the boo-boo I got. He touched his 
head. “If you do it,” he said, “she’ll go bye-bye and so will I."
“You will?” I whispered. I stopped what I was doing, clutched the 
baby’s tiny shirt in my hand.
Kevin nodded. “You’ll never be a good daddy.”
I deserved this. I was a murderer. “You’re right,” I whispered.
I carried the laundry back to the bedroom. The house was quiet 
for once. I expected M artha to be asleep, but she wasn’t. Instead, 
she stood over the cradle, the reading light next to the bed barely 
illuminating her form.
“Is she fussing?” I asked.
M artha turned suddenly. I’d startled her. “No, no,” she said. “I 
just felt like checking on her. I thought a name might come to me.” 
“T hat doesn’t matter,” I said.
“Yes it does.” She gripped the side of the cradle. “You’ll have to 
start caring about her some time, you know.”
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M artha left my side and headed for the bed. She turned off the 
lamp and the room went dark. I couldn’t see anything, but I felt Kevin’s 
presence nearby. I heard him say: “Sometimes I hear my mommy 
talking to me. She cries my nam e a lot.”
I pictured Eliza, clawing at herself, wishing the pain would leave 
her. I thought about what Kevin was asking of me, and it d idn’t seem 
so awful. I couldn’t feel worse than I already did. I imagined myself 
in a hot air balloon, shucking off bags and bags of sand until I floated 
higher and higher into the clouds, until I was borne by air alone.
I got into bed. Like every night since Kevin’s death, I dream t 
nothing.
I awoke some hours later to Kevin standing by my bedside. In his 
hands was a small white pillow, the kind a ring bearer might carry at a 
wedding. I recognized this pillow —  it belonged in the nursery where 
the baby would eventually sleep. I rem em bered the day M artha came 
home with it; she pulled it out of the shopping bag to show me and 
then ran her fingers over the silky pink bows along its front. “You’ve 
got to feel these,” she told me. “I bet they’re softer than the baby who 
will eventually sleep with it.” I rem em bered laughing at that.
“Here,” Kevin said, handing it to me.
I sat up and took it. “Q uiet,” I whispered. “You don’t want to 
wake M artha .” T he pillow felt heavier than it should be, and it glowed 
in the dark room. From the hallway shined the nightlight, illuminating 
nothing, but comforting nonetheless, glimmering just beyond my 
reach.
“Go ahead,” Kevin whispered.
Even though I knew the answer, I asked, “W hat do you want me 
to do?”
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“T he baby,” he said.
“I can’t.”
“You have to. If you don’t, I ’ll be here forever.” Kevin pulled my 
hand. “G et up,” he said.
I d idn’t move.
“If you do this,” he said, “you’ll feel better.”
“You prom ise?”
“Yes.”
Kevin followed me to the cradle. T he  baby was asleep on her 
back, one tiny fist resting against her round cheek. H er lips were pink 
as the bows on the pillow in my hand. I marveled at the thin blanket 
covering her legs, and at the delicate cradle which held her. T here was 
nothing to protect her. It was a miracle that Kevin anyone really
had lasted so long in the world.
I closed my eyes and raised the pillow. I rem em bered the balloon, 
lifting me away.
I opened my eyes and with the pillow reached into the cradle, 
toward the baby, my baby. This was the point, wasn’t it, for som ething 
to be taken away, irrevocably? This was my punishm ent.
“T h a t’s good,” Kevin said. His voice was gentle.
I im agined myself at the barbecue asking Kevin il he’d w anted to 
play. I willed myself to experience it all over again. Eliza’s owl-sound 
o f crying.
Just as the pillow reached the baby’s face, she awoke. I stopped. 
“O h ,” I said.
H er eyes weren’t blue, as I’d previously thought, but gray-blue, the 
same color as M artha’s, the kind of eyes which changed depending on 
where she stood and what she wore. I loved how they looked when we 
went swimming in the ocean; they were beautiful against our bed sheets.
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From the cradle my daughter peered up at me, not with that 
empty infant gaze, but with purpose and recognition. She recognized 
me: her father.
I leaned closer until my face was nearly touching hers. She smelled 
so new. This close to my daughter, I thought I could hear her heart, 
nestled inside her like the pit of a plum, beating steadily, on and on. 
She was alive.
“M artha ,” I whispered. “Little M artha .”
T here she was, my daughter, my wife’s daughter.
From behind me, I heard Kevin saying, “No, no, don’t do it,” but 
I ignored him.
I put my hands around M artha’s tiny ribcage and lifted her out of 
the cradle. She fit perfectly against my chest, no heavier than a carton 
of eggs, a few books. This was only the beginning.
I turned to Kevin, to show him he was wrong, but he was no 
longer there. T he room felt lighter without him, expansive. “M artha ,” 
I said again.
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